A note on the status of the Nilgiri Tahr 
(Hemitragus hylocrius) on the Grass Hills 
in the Anamallais 


BY 

E, R. C. DAVIDAR 
(With a sketch map) 
INTRODUCTION 


The Grass Hills is a 25 sq. mile (65 sq. km.) plateau placed at an 
elevation of approximately 6,000 ft. above mean sea level in the 
Anamallai Hills forming part of the Western Ghats and is situated in the 
Coimbatore District in the State of Tamil Nadu. The approach is through 
the Peria Karamalai Estate on the road to Valparai from Pollachi, the 
last seven miles over a forest road whichis more suited for jeeps than 
cars. The Hills take their name from the undulating grass-topped hills 
in the region, reminiscent of the ‘ Downs’ on the Nilgiri plateau; the 
Grass Hills Downs, however, are not as extensive as the Nilgir1 Downs 
as high ridges often rise between one series of hills and the next. The 
cliffs are not sheer and vast and are not invulnerable. The grass on the 
grass hills is the coarse (Agrostis schmidi) variety. Evergreen sholas 
clothe the folds and valleys. 


The plateau is bounded on the north and north-west by jungle 
and tea plantations and on the north-east, west and south-west by jungle 
and on the south and south-east by similar grass hills of the Kannan 
Devan Concession in Kerala. 


A sketch of the area is given with the number of tahr spotted in the 
different localities noted thereon. 


POPULATION 


I spent six days between 3-iv-1971 and 8-iv-1971 (inclusive) on 
the Grass Hills conducting a census of the tahr. Weather conditions were 
ideal and visibility was excellent. Grass had burnt extensively and fresh 
young grass was growing in patches and the tahr tended to congregate 
in such places. 


Altogether five herds were seen in the following areas. 


l. Kallar Malai—First sighted on 4-iv-1971 on the S.E. slopes— 
moved on to the northern slopes on 5-iv-1971. Remained there breaking 
up and regrouping until 9-iv-1971. 
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Saddle back z us -- - y ai 0 
Brown buck S > n de y m 2 
Light brown male £ z ν i x 6 
Adult female τ. a 8 u y .. 24 
Yearling .. επ ὃς = τ. a 8 
Young = F m0 - ix = .. 14 

54 


2. Chadayandi Malai—First sighted on 4-iv-1971 on this hill. 
From 5-iv-1971 until 9-iv-1971 this herd was seen on the Kaludai 
Katti Malai where it had moved. 


Saddle back 0 
Brown buck 1 
Light brown male 1 
Adult female 9 
Yearling 1 
Y oung - 

16 


3. Tanaka Malai—First sighted on 5-iv-1971 on S.E. slopes— 
later the herd had moved higher up and towards the west. 


Saddle back 0 
Brown buck 0 
Light brown male 3 
Adult female 10 
Yearling 7 
Young 7 

27 


4. Tanaka Malai—Western slope towards Koram Parai. 


Saddle back 1 
Brown buck 0 
Light brown male = > e = 0 
Adult female = πο F a = =: 4 
Yearling ᾿ : a. 1 
Young 0 
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Apparently these two herds had come together and on 8-iv-1971— 
altogether 35 animals were seen against the skyline late in the evening. 
The two new entrants could not be identified. 


5. Usi Malai 


Saddle back 0 
Brown buck 1 
Light brown male 3 
Adult female 13 
Yearling 2 
Young 11 

30 
Unidentified ba A - F a T 3 


Except for Tanaka Malai and the Koram Parai area between which 
and the hills on the south, wattle plantations have sprung up, the other 
tahr areas are interlinked by grass-topped hills and tbe animals are 
free to roam where they please. Similarly there is no hindrance to free 
movement between Koram Parai and Tanaka Malai. Great care was 
taken to ensure that the animals were not disturbed. Besides field glasses 
a powerful telescope was used in the census wo1k. Except for the Tanaka 
Malai and Usi Malai herd of 27 and 30, the other herds were checked 
and double-checked for accuracy. Inspite of all these precautions errors 
cannot be ruled out altogether because of the nature of the terrain and 
the difficult nature of the work. A 10 per cent margin is a reasonable 
allowance for errors. So far as the total count is concerned the error is 
more likely to be on the conservative side. 


An experienced professional shikari (guide) from the Nilgiris 
assisted in keeping track of the movement of the herds to ensure that 
there was no duplication. The census figures are summarised in Table 1. 
Unfortunately no earlier estimates are available for comparison. 


POPULATION DYNAMICS 
General: 


As it grows older the male tahr which, in the early stages of adulthood, 
is almost indistinguishable from the female, becomes distinctly stocky 
and turns a dark sepia brown, at which stage it is popularly known 
as the ‘ Brown buck ’ and from about the fifth year onwards while turning 
almost black develops a well defined saddle mark of lighter coloured hair 
on the back and are then known as the saddle back. In the census adult 
males have been divided into these three classes. 


350 JOURNAL, BOMBAY NATURAL HIST. SOCIETY, Vol. 68 (2) 


TABLE 1 


CLASSIFICATION OF THE TAHR POPULATION 
A ee rr e, 
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lation rounded off 8% or 1% 374i" 10% 45% 14% 27%, 
| | | 
Not classified a 5 
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TABLE 2 
COMPOSITION OF THE TAHR POPULATION IN NILGiRis, HiGH RANGE AND GRASS HILLs 











Sex and age class Nilgiris | High Range Grass Hills 
7 o 7 
Saddle back 9.1 11.0 1.0 
Dark brown male 4.3 4.2 3.0 
Light brown male TTI 4.2 10.0 
Adult female .. : τε ΠΝ x 34.2 33.6 45.0 
Yearling Ξ = στ Sp ES 18.9 1728 14.0 
Young 8 ae δ H ΤΡ 25.6 29.6 27.0 


| 


Tahr in the age class of 1 to 2 years have been classified as yearling 
and kids below 1 year as young. 





Yearling could not be classified into male and female as it is extremely 
difficult to distinguish between the sexes at that age, from a distance. 


Composition of population: 


Adult females topped the list with 42 per cent of the population 
and there was only one saddle back. The proportion of adult male to 
adult female was 1 : 3 and that of yearling to young 1 : 2. There were 
78 adults compared to 55 yearling and young. 


The composition of the Grass Hills tahr population on a percentage 
basis is compared with the Nilgiri and High Range populations 
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(Schaller 1971) in Table 2. It is seen that the saddle back population is 
strikingly low. 


REPRODUCTION 


The Grass Hills Tahr have a high breeding potential with 36 per cent 
of the total population being kids and about 60 per cent of the females 
having kids. Almost all the young were in the age group 1 to 4 months. 
December to February would appear to be the peak birth period. One 
female was noticed. to be heavily pregnant. Odd young may be born 
throughout the year. Each mother seemed to have only one young at 
heel. Whether there were any exceptions could not be observed in the 
crowd of youngsters. No sexual activity was observed during the period 
of observation. 


PREDATION 


Predation is not a serious problem on the Grass Hills. The signs 
indicated that there were no resident tigers, panthers or wild dogs, 
But there is evidence of these predators having visited the area periodically. 
An examination of the droppings, most of which were old and not easy 
to come by, places the frequency and numerical strength of the visitors 
in the following order :—Panther, wild dog and tiger. One of my men 
disturbed a young panther stalking a herd of tahr. And we saw a pack of 
four wild dogs—a dog, a bitch and two pups—passing through the area, 
showing no interest in the tahr. I do not agree with Thiagarajan (Indian 
forester, 84; March 1958) in his assessment that wild dogs are a menace 
in the area. Even if they were in 1958, they are no longer so. In country 
frequented by wild dogs they leave evidence of their handiwork in the 
shape of skeletons and scattered bones of their victims. But there was no 
such evidence. Suppiah, the fish watcher of the Konalar Fishing Asso- 
ciation comes across them only rarely. According to him sambar are 
their main prey and he reported that on the last occasion the dogs visited 
the area in strength, which was a year previously, they killed four sambar 
in one pool in the river. While the country may be suitable for hunting 
with dogs, it is doubtful if dogs unaided by human strategy can operate 
successfully in the area. 


An analysis of food items in a sample collection of predator droppings 
ıs given in Table 3. 


TABLE 3 
ANALYSIS OF A SAMPLE COLLECTION OF PREDATOR DROPPINGS 


PANTHER 
1. Barking deer-—75%; black monkey—25% 


2. Bonnet monkey--50% ; small rodents—50% 
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Bonnet monkey-—-80% ; tahr—10% 
Various items--90% ; tahr—10% 

Small rodents and other small animals. 
Black monkey—50% ; hare—50% 
Tahr—75% ; small rodents—25% 

of total c. 700%, tahr 95% or 1/7th part. 


a TI 


TIGER 
Tahr —100% 


Small rodents, grass and miscellaneous. 
Tahr—25%; sambar and miscellaneous-—75% 
Sambar-—-100% 

Sambar—100% 

of total 500%, tahr 125% or 4th part (25%) 


A ΝΕ 


Wap Docs 
1. Jungle fowl (!); barking deer etc. 


2. Tahr—100% 
3. Sambar and other deer 
of total 300%, — 100% tahr or 1/3rd part. 


CONSERVATION 


On 4-iv-1971 and 5-ıv-1971 five shots were heard on the Kerala 
side of the hills not far from the border. On 6-iv-1971, we saw 2 well 
organised gangs of poachers beating for game on the Kerala side. There 
were altogether 5 guns, all muzzle-loaders. It was obvious that we had 
foiled their attempt at a raid across the border. There was no hiding the 
fact that they had their eye on the tahr hills on the Tamil Nadu side. 


A long chat (employing some shrewd cross-examination) with the 
leader of the larger party, a Muduvan, was revealing. He said that the 
area they were operating in was a no man’s land where they were free 
to poach, and that the only deterrent was the weather which brought all 
operations to an end during the four months of rains. He also told me 
that the vast expanse of grass hills on their side was devoid of tahr and 
that there could not be more than 20 tahr on the high hills which lined 
the horizon on the south-west some 15 to 20 miles away. The presence 
of the Konalar fishing bungalow with its watcher and the ever-present 
danger of its members dropping in there, he admitted, is a nuisance. 


Thiagarajan reported the capture of a tahr in a wire snare and the 
seizing of about a hundred such snares on these hills. This method of 
capture appears to have been abandoned and except for 2 old rusted 
snares we did not come across any. 


